is an important topic of current federal practice."
Consider the case of passive restraints in automobiles. The government has a number of options to try to encourage their use. It can educate consumers to buy or demand them. It can sponsor research to improve them. It can tax automobiles that do not have them. It can require that manufacturers offer them as options. It can require them outright. Or, if the government sees the costs of action as too high, it can do nothing.
Not all governmental initiatives involve as much controversy as do passive restraints in automobiles. In fact, Mosher and Mottl believe that many federal agencies are overlooking fairly straightforward ways to significantly reduce alcohol-related problems. In the field of transportation, for instance, several agencies—including the Department of Transportation, the Federal Aviation Administration, and the Coast Guard—recognize the role that alcohol plays in accidents yet have not moved forcefully to deal with the problem. "There appears to be a heavy emphasis on safety and a general recognition of alcohol involvement in transportation accidents among most of the federal agencies we studied," write Mosher and Mottl. "It is therefore surprising that there has been so little effort to evaluate the scope of the problem or to plan and implement programs to contend with it."
To some extent, these agencies are hamstrung by their own limited view of what can be done about alcohol problems. In general, safety-related federal agencies see alcoholism as the major problem to be addressed. When solutions are pursued, they almost invariably involve treatment and rehabilitation programs directed at alcoholics. Such treatment has little or no chance of affecting the many accidents that happen to people who are not alcoholics. Moreover, even when governmental agencies do become aware of preventive options, they may fail to act out of a belief that such initiatives are not included in their mandate.
One way to overcome these institutional barriers is through an oversight, coordinating, or watchdog body. Such an authority could encourage the relevant agencies or groups to take